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Elias  SAMUEL  cooper  was  emphatically  a  surgeon.  In  fact  he  was 
known  to  have  somewhat  bombastically  stated  that  surgery  was  the  only 
career  worthy  of  a  man.  Daring  as  a  surgeon,  as  a  man  a  fighter,  a  demon 
for  work,  endowed  with  great  originality,  he  was  little  short  of  a  surgical  genius. 

He  is  generally  credited  with  having  been  the  first,  west  of  Pennsylvania,  to 
have  used  chloroform  as  an  anaesthetic  and  was  further  distinguished  by  having 
founded  the  first  medical  college  on  the  Pacific  Coast.  He  was  a  brother  of  Dr. 
Esaias  Cooper,  of  Galesburg,  Illinois,  and  of  Jacob  Cooper,  professor  of  Greek 
and  later  of  philosophy  in  Rutger’s  College,  New  Jersey. 

Born  in  Somerville,  Ohio,  in  1822,  he  began  the  study  of  medicine  in  Cin¬ 
cinnati  at  the  age  of  16  years,  and  was  graduated  from  the  St.  Louis  University 
2  years  later.  He  began  practice  in  Danville,  Ohio,  but  in  1844  moved  to  Peoria, 
Illinois,  where  he  built  the  first  hospital  in  that  city  which  he  called  his  ^‘Eye 
and  Ear  Infirmary  and  Orthopedic  Hospital,”  a  three  story  building  on  what  was 
at  that  time  called  the  prairie  about  one  mile  from  the  edge  of  town  and  was  called 
by  the  children  “The  Spook  House.”  His  office  was  in  the  center  of  town  in  one 
of  the  very  few  brick  buildings.  On  the  second  floor  he  established  an  anatomical 
museum  and  dissecting  room,  where  he  labored  far  into  the  night  to  perfect 
himself  in  the  anatomy  of  his  operative  fields.  Doubtless  the  cadavers  were 
surreptitiously  obtained,  there  being  no  anatomical  law  at  that  date.  Some 
supersensitive  citizens  resented  the  row  of  human  skeletons  which  lined  the  wall 
and  when  the  County  authorities  publicly  turned  over  to  Dr.  Cooper  for  dissec¬ 
tion,  the  bodies  of  two  murderers — victims  of  the  first  execution  in  Knox  County 
— a  mass  meeting  of  irate  citizens  was  held  in  protest,  but  the  meeting  broke  up 
in  an  uproar  and  the  matter  was  quashed.  Dr.  Cooper,  however,  found  it  con¬ 
venient  to  arrange  for  his  future  dissections  at  his  hospital,  which  was  just  out  of 
town. 

His  life  in  Illinois  was  strenuous,  to  say  the  least,  and  the  minutes  of  the 
Peoria  Medical  Association  have  many  allusions  to  Dr.  Cooper.  On  one  occasion, 
in  1850,  he  was  “profoundly  reprimanded  and  requested  to  resign”  because  of 
unethical  conduct  in  advertising  his  Infirmary.  Notwithstanding  this  criticism, 
in  1851,  he  was  delegate  (alternate)  to  the  American  Medical  Association.  In 
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1852,  he  was  secretary  of  the  Illinois  State  Medical  Society,  a  member  of  the 
Committee  on  Legal  Dissection  in  1851  and  1852.  In  1853  he  was  president  of 
the  Knox  County  Medical  Society. 

He  presented  many  papers;  e.g.,  in  1851  he  read  a  paper  entitled  “  Chloroform 
as  an  Anaesthetic  Agent  in  79  Surgical  Operations,”  and  in  1852  one  on  “Treat¬ 
ment  of  Incomplete  Ankylosis  of  the  Knee  Joint.” 

In  1854  he  went  to  Europe  visiting  various  clinics. 

In  1855  at  the  age  of  33,  Dr.  Cooper  went  to  California  where  he  was  almost 
immediately  active  in  the  organization  of  a  state  medical  society.  He  was  said 
to  have  been  one  of  the  committee  who  issued  the  invitation  to  the  medical  pro¬ 
fession  to  assemble  for  that  purpose.  At  the  first  meeting,  1856,  he  offered  the 
following  preamble  and  resolution: 

Whereas,  The  laws  of  our  State  render  surgeons  obnoxious  to  prosecution  and 
liable  to  heavy  damages  if  they  operate  wrongfully,  through  ignorance,  at  the  same 
time  making  no  adequate  legal  provision  for  obtaining  a  knowledge  of  the  human 
system;  therefore,  be  it 

Resolved,  That  in  view  of  the  good  of  the  profession,  as  well  as  the  community, 
dissections  should  be  legalized,  under  all  proper  restrictions. 

Resolved,  That  a  committee  of  five  (5)  be  appointed  to  memorialize  the  Legis¬ 
lature  upon  the  subject. 

He  also  read  a  paper  on  “Gradual  Obliteration  of  the  Abdominal  Aorta,”  hav¬ 
ing  devised  an  instrument  for  that  purpose  and  used  it  with  encouraging  success 
in  animal  experimentation.  One  animal  (dog)  lived  four  days  after  the  occlusion 
of  the  aorta  was  complete.  At  the  second  meeting,  1857,  Dr.  Cooper,  being  vice- 
president,  presided  in  lieu  of  Dr.  B.  F.  Keene  (deceased)  and  gave  the  presidential 
address  on  “Deformities  of  the  Locomotive  Apparatus.”  At  the  third  meeting,  in 
1858,  he  read  a  paper  on  “Ligating  the  Satellite  Veins  in  Connection  with  the 
Arteries  which  they  Accompany,”  reporting  a  case  of  ligation  of  the  iliac  artery 
with  experimental  ligation  with  and  without  ligation  of  the  accompanying  veins 
in  some  fifteen  dogs. 

Dr.  Cooper  early  sprang  into  prominence  in  California  as  a  result  of  an  opera¬ 
tion  for  the  removal  of  the  breech  pin  of  a  fowling  piece  from  beneath  the  heart. 
He  was  the  first  to  perform  caesarean  section  in  California  and  his  patient  sur¬ 
vived  (two  cases,  in  fact,  the  first  leading  to  a  most  viciously  fought  malpractice 
suit,  which,  however,  was  finally  won  by  Dr.  Cooper).  He  declaimed  against  the 
accepted  doctrine  of  the  danger  of  the  entrance  of  “atmosphere”  into  joints, 
advocated  the  wide  opening  and  packing  with  lint  of  infected  joints  and  those  the 
seat  of  penetrating  wounds.  He  successfully  sutured  the  fractured  olecranon  and 
patella  with  silver  wire,  was  an  enthusiastic  advocate  of  early  functional  demand 
in  the  fractures  of  the  lower  extremities,  operated  for  club  foot  by  cutting  the 
contracted  soft  parts  on  the  short  side,  as  was  done  by  Phelps  of  New  York  40 
years  afterward,  holding  the  foot  subsequently  in  molded  sheet  lead,  for  plaster- 
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of-Paris  bandages  had  not  yet  been  invented.  He  announced  a  new  cure  for 
aneurism  by  cutting  down  on  the  sac  and  sewing  it  up  with  needle  and  thread 
from  the  outside.  He  did  much  operative  work  on  the  eye,  even  iridectomy  and 
removal  of  cataract.  He  successfully  removed  uterine  myomata.  He  also  ligated 
the  innominate  artery,  his  patient  living  41  days.  He  removed  a  sarcoma  of  the 
clavicle  taking  with  it  a  portion  of  the  sternum. 

Much  of  Dr.  Cooper’s  operative  success  was  due  to  his  free  use  of  alcohol  on 
instruments  and  hands  and  parts  to  be  operated  on  and  for  the  irrigation  of 
wounds,  although  he  was  inclined  to  account  for  the  fact  that  his  wounds  did 
better  in  California  than  in  Illinois  by  the  difference  in  climate,  or  rather  that  the 
combination  of  climate  and  alcohol  had  a  most  remarkably  favorable  influence 
in  the  healing  of  wounds. 

Chloroform  was  the  anaesthetic  used — administered  on  rather  coarse  sea 
sponges — perhaps  5  inches  in  diameter  hollowed  out  on  the  side  toward  the 
patient’s  face.  The  mortality  was  high.^ 

In  1858  Dr.  Cooper  founded,  in  San  Francisco,  the  first  medical  college  on  the 
Pacific  Coast.  In  default  of  a  charter  an  affiliation  was  made  with  the  University 
of  the  Pacific,  a  Methodist  college  at  Santa  Clara,  California,  by  which  the  school 
secured  the  right  to  issue  diplomas.  The  school  received  much  criticism  and  ridi¬ 
cule  but  by  persistence,  devotion,  and  good  work  on  the  part  of  the  Faculty  suc¬ 
ceeded  in  winning  the  respect  of  the  community. 

In  the  announcement  of  the  first  course  of  lectures  to  students  which  began 
May  12,  1859,  occurs  the  following  remarkable  proposal  for  the  course  in  surgery. 

“First,  A  regular  course  of  lectures  on  the  principles  and  practice  of  surgery; 
second,  demonstrative  surgery  upon  the  cadaver;  third,  experimental  surgery  by 
vivisection,  in  which  many  of  the  most  important  principles  are  indelibly  impressed 
upon  the  mind  of  the  student.  Members  of  the  class  are  permitted  to  assist  in  these 
experiments  upon  animals  and  afterward  expected  to  repeat  them  under  the  eye  of 
the  professor  of  surgery.  This  is  an  exercise  above  all  others  calculated  to  school  the 
hand,  the  nerve,  and  the  eye  of  the  pupil,  and  thereby  give  him  the  experience  he  at 
once  requires  in  performing  the  duties  of  an  operative  surgeon;  a  feature  in  medical 
education,  however,  almost  entirely  neglected  in  many  other  medical  schools.” 

Of  his  own  experiments  on  dogs,  the  admission  of  air  into  the  jugular  vein 
and  the  subsequent  resuscitation  of  the  dog  by  aspiration  of  the  froth  from  the 
ventricle  is  not  the  least  remarkable. 

As  a  result  of  a  controversy  with  the  editor  of  the  Pacific  Medical  and  Surgical 
Journal  over  the  first  caesarean  section,  and  in  order  to  find  a  medium  of  publica¬ 
tion  for  his  contributions.  Dr.  Cooper  began  publishing  the  San  Francisco 
Medical  Press,  a  quarterly  journal  of  medicine  and  surgery.  After  Dr.  Cooper’s 
death  this  journal  was  continued  by  Dr.  L.  C.  Lane  and  Dr.  Henry  Gibbons. 

Most  of  Dr.  Cooper’s  contributions  are  to  be  found  in  the  Transactions  of  the 
Illinois  State  Medical  Society,  the  North  Western  Medical  and  Surgical  Journal, 

1  Personal  communication  with  exhibition  of  the  sponges  by  Dr.  W.  A.  Grover  who  gave  many  anaesthetics  for  Dr.  Cooper. 
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California  State  Medical  Journal,  1856,  Transactions  of  the  Medical  Society  of  the 
State  of  California,  1858,  Pacific  Medical  and  Surgical  Journal,  and  San  Francisco 
Medical  Press, 

Dr.  Cooper  never  married.  He  died  October  13,  1862  at  the  age  of  40,  most 
probably  of  nephritis.  His  heart  and  brain  were  preserved  by  Dr.  Lane  in  a  kind 
of  shrine  in  an  inner  sanctum  in  Cooper  Medical  College. 

Dr.  Cooper  was  buried  in  Laurel  Hill  Cemetery,  San  Francisco,  where  a  gran¬ 
ite  shaft  carries  the  simple  legend  without  date 

Sacred  to  the  memory  of 
Elias  S.  Cooper 
Surgeon 

The  school  lapsed  in  1864  but  was  reorganized  under  the  title  Medical  College 
of  the  Pacific  in  1870  and  later  as  Cooper  Medical  College  by  Dr.  Cooper’s 
nephew,  Dr.  Levi  Cooper  Lane,  who  at  his  personal  expense  built  a  commodious 
building  in  1880  renaming  the  institution  in  honor  of  his  uncle. 

In  1909  the  properties  of  Cooper  Medical  College  were  donated  to  Stanford 
University  and  became  the  nucleus  of  the  newly  organized  medical  department 
of  the  University. 

Note. — There  is  some  discrepancy  between  two  records  of  the  date  of  Dr.  Cooper’s 
birth.  That  given  above,  1822,  was  taken  from  the  obituary  notice  at  the  hand  of  his 
nephew  and  associate,  Dr.  L.  C.  Lane,  in  the  San  Francisco  Medical  Press,  1862,  and  is  pre¬ 
sumably  the  date  understood  by  Dr.  Cooper  himself.  A  younger  brother,  however,  gave  the 
date  as  November  25,  1820. 
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